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Exotic parasite helps
control Ord. armyworms
By S. E. Learmonth
*

Larvae of the northern armyworm,
Mythimna separata attack various
cereal and grass crops cultivated in
the Ord irrigation area. The more
important crops affected are rice,
sorghum, maize and sugar cane.
Most commonly, armyworm larvae
cause damage through their lea/feeding activity, but when
infestations occur late in a crop
growth stage, direct grain loss results.
For example, as rice leaves age with
the approach of crop maturity, larvae
feed within the panic/es, causing
grain fall. In heavy infestations, they
can completely sever the panic/es. In
maize crops at the 'silking' stage
larvae feed preferentially on the
emerging silks, reducing seed set. In
grain sorghum, the number of
armyworm larvae usually declines as
the head emerges from the throat of
the plant, but they feed on the grain
in severe infestations.
Entomologists believe Mythimna is
indigenous to the Ord. It has been
there since agriculture started but has
only been a serious pest since cotton
production was discontinued in 1974.
The reasons for its outbreaks are
difficult to determine, but cessation
of broad-scale insecticide use
associated with cotton cultivation,
and an increase in the area cropped
to cereals, are probably important.
Crop protection from armyworm
damage in the past relied exclusively
on insecticides. A number of natural
predators and parasites of the
armyworm exist on the Ord, but
usually they have failed to kill
enough larvae to prevent pest buildup and subsequent crop damage. In
recent years, the Department of

Agriculture has introduced an
overseas parasite which is showing
promise.
Wasp parasites

Entomologists have recorded a
parasitic wasp, Apanteles ruficrus
among the complex of native
beneficial insects. This wasp stings
armyworm larvae when they are
approximately 1 cm long. The
parasitised larvae continue to feed
and grow normally while the eggs of
the wasp inside them hatch and grow.
After about ten days, the wasp larvae
(from 15 up to 40 per armyworm
larva) chew through the skin of the
armyworm and spin white silk
cocoons in which they pupate. At this
stage, the parasitised armyworm
larva ceases to feed and dies. Wasps
emerge from the silk cocoons five
days after pupation.
Because most of the food required by
an armyworm larva to complete its
normal development is consumed in
the final stages, larvae parasitised by
the Apanteles wasp cause insigificant
crop damage before they die.
From the few observations made in
the field, it appears that this native
species of wasp causes a relatively
low level of parasitism.
The Ord experience with armyworm
is not unique. A similar situation has
been described for New Zealand
where Mythimna also occurs. In an
attempt to control another pest there,
entomologists introduced a new
strain of Apanteles ruficrus from
Pakistan. During host screening
trials, they found that this strain was
successful in parasitising Mythimna.
They followed this up with a massrearing and field release programme
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• This Ord armyworm is a relative of the pest
of southern crops and pastures.

which resulted in the suppression of
Mythimna to non-damaging levels.
Following the success of that
programme, Western Australian
entomologists decided to import the
Pakistani strain of Apanteles for
release on the Ord. There was a dual
benefit to the gained from such an
importation, because Apanteles also
will attack those species of
armyworm that occur in the southwest agricultural area of the State.
No Apanteles have been recorded
there.
Importation programme

The Department imported the new
strain from New Zealand in January
1979, screened it for hyperparasites
(parasites that attack the Apanteles
wasps) for one generation and then
mass-reared it in the laboratory in
Perth. Entomologists made the first
releases on the Ord in September,
1979. Approximately 24,500 wasps
were released into arrnyworrninfested crops over nine months.
To determine whether the strain had
established itself in the area and,
more importantly, whether the extent
of larval parasitism had increased,
they made field collections of larvae
for subsequent laboratory rearing
and assessment of parasitism. The
results of these collections are shown
in the graph. In addition to these
collections, their field observations
showed that the number of larvae in
crops had declined.
This confirmatory evidence of an
increase in larval parasitism by
Apanteles and an area-wide
reduction in the abundance of larvae
suggested that the new strain of wasp
was having a beneficial effect through
pest suppression.
A critical assessment of the success of
this release can be made only after
many seasons' observations, when
natural population fluctuations may
be discounted as a reason for the
present situation of reduced pest
population levels. In the short term,
however, the indications are that the
introduction has been very beneficial.
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